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ABSTRACT 



This report is the result of a conference that examined 
major civil rights issues facing people who are blind and visually impaired 
in Illinois and is intended to inform the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
concerning issues of equal protection. The introductory chapter reviews 
leading types and causes of blindness and visual impairment, incidence and 
social characteristics of this disability, and the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990. Chapter 2 describes several advocacy groups of the 
blind and visually impaired such as the American Foundation for the Blind, 
the American Council of the Blind, and the Committee for Justice for the 
Visually Impaired. Chapter 3 considers service providers for this population 
including the Illinois Bureau of Blind Services, the Chicago Lighthouse, and 
the Illinois Blind Services Planning Council. Chapter 4 considers advocacy 
groups for the blind and visually impaired such as Illinois Parents of the 
Visually Impaired and Parents of Blind Children. Five federal enforcement 
agencies are discussed in the fifth chapter. The final chapter presents the 
advisory committee observations and recommendations in four areas: (1) 

incidence rates and public perceptions; (2) employment; (3) transportation 
and independent living; and (4) education. (DB) 
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The United States Commission on Civil Rights 

The United States Commission on Civil Rights, first created by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, and 
reestablished by the United States Commission on Civil Rights Act of 1983, is an independent, 
bipartisan agency of the Federal Government. By the terms of the 1983 act, &6 amended by the 
Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994, the Commission is charged with the 
following duties pertaining to discrimination or denials of the equal protection of the laws based 
on race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or in the administration of justice: 
investigation of individual discriminatory denials of the right to vote; study and collection of 
information relating to discrimination or denials of the equal protection of the law; appraisal of 
the laws and policies of the United States with respect to discrimination or denials of equal 
protection of the law; investigation of patterns or practices of fraud or discrimination in the 
conduct of Federal elections: and preparation and issuance of public service announcements 
and advertising campaigns to discourage discrimination or denials of equal protection of the 
law. The Commission is also required to submit reports to the President and the Congress at 
such times as the Commission, the Congress, or the President shall deem desirable. 

The State Advisory Committees 

An Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights has been established 
in each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia pursuant to section 105(c) of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1957 and section 3(d) of the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994. 
The Advisory Committees are made up of responsible persons who serve without compensation. 
Their functions under their mandate from the Commission are to: advise the Commission of all 
relevant information concerning their respective States on matters within the jurisdiction of the 
Commission; advise the Commission on matters of mutual concern in the preparation of reports 
of the Commission to the President and the Congress; receive reports, suggestions, and 
recommendations from individuals, public and private organizations, and public officials upon 
matters pertinent to inquiries conducted by the State Advisory Committee; initiate and forward 
advice and recommendations to the Commission upon matters in which the Commission shall 
request assistance of the State Advisory Committee; and attend, as observers, any open hearing 
or conference that the Commission may hold within the State. 
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Letter of T ransmittal 



Illinois Advisory Committee to the 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 



Members of the Commission 
Mary Frances Berry, Chairperson 
Cruz Reynoso, Vice Chairperson 
Carl A. Anderson 
Christopher F. Edley, Jr. 

Yvonne Y. Lee 
Elsie M. Meeks 
Russell G. Redenbaugh 

Ruby G. Moy, Staff Director 

The Illinois Advisory Committee submits this report, Civil Rights Issues Facing the Blind 
and Visually Impaired in Illinois , as part of its responsibility to advise the Commission on civil 
rights issues within the State. The report was adopted by the Advisory Committee by a 13-0 
vote. The Advisory Committee is indebted to the individual participants for their time and 
expertise and to the Midwestern Regional Office staff for the preparation of this report. 

This report contains information received by the Illinois Advisory Committee at a conference 
held on May 29, 1998, in Chicago, Illinois. The Committee is informed that this is the first 
report by a State Advisory Committee or the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights focusing 
exclusively on civil rights issues facing the blind and visually impaired. The Advisory 
Committee sets out in a separate section of the report a lengthy list of observations, having 
learned that persons who are blind or visually impaired have a disability that subjects them to 
an unusually high incidence of discrimination. 

The Advisory Committee understands the Commission is charged to study and collect 
information relating to denials of the equal protection of the law, and- trusts the Commission 
and the public will find the material in this report informative. 

Respectfully. 





Joseph D. Mathewson. J.D.. Chairperson 
Illinois Advisory Committee 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 



Leading Types and Causes of 
Blindness and Visual Impairment 

Blindness can be partial, with loss of only 
part of the vision. It can also be complete, in 
which case there is no perception of light. People 
with worse than 20/200 vision are considered 
legally blind, i.e., a person is considered blind if 
he or she can see at a distance of 20 feet what a 
person with normal vision can see at a distance 
of 200 feet. 

Not everyone who is blind or vision impaired 
is the same. Moreover, most blind people have 
some residual vision, varying in degree from the 
ability to perceive light to reading normal-sized 
print with the help of corrective lenses or low 
vision aids. Only a small percentage of blind per- 
sons is totally blind with no light perception. 

The reason not all blind and visually im- 
paired people have the same level of vision is 
because blindness and vision impairment can be 
caused by a number of different diseases and 
conditions, as well as by accidents. Some are a 
result of aging, some are present at birth or be- 
fore. and some are the result of disease or infec- 
tion. According to the leading organizations of 
the blind, there are three major casual catego- 
ries of blindness: 

1. Inherited or congenital conditions 

2. Conditions related to aging 

3. Other causes 

1. Inherited or congenital conditions 

Retinitis pigmentosa. Retinitis pigmentosa 
is an inherited disease caused by a degeneration 
of the rods and cones of the retina. The disease 
first affects the rods, which are responsible for 
peripheral or side vision and vision in low light 
levels. As the disease progresses, the cones are 
affected and central vision is lost. Retinitis pig- 
mentosa can include moderate to severe hearing 
loss, resulting in the person becoming both deaf 
and blind. 

Retinopathy of prematurity. Retinopathy 
of prematurity is a condition that appears soon 



after birth, generally in premature infants. With 
the increased number of surviving premature 
infants, the incidence of this type of blindness 
has risen dramatically in recent years. When 
retinopathy of prematurity occurs, an abnor- 
mally high development of blood vessels in the 
retina occurs that causes the retina to detach 
and leads to blindness. 

Acute glaucoma . Glaucoma is a disease of 
the eye marked by high intraocular pressure, 
damaged optic disk, hardening of the eyeball, 
and partial or total vision loss. Glaucoma can 
occur in infants when drainage openings are 
malformed from birth allowing pressure in the 
canals to buildup. 

Albinism. Albinism is the congenital lack of 
normal pigmentation and can include the lack of 
normal eye coloring. Individuals affected by a 
lack of pigment in the eyes often experience vi- 
sion impairment, including low visual acuity, 
involuntary spasmodic motion of the eyeball, 
dimness of vision, and/or an intolerance to light. 

2. Conditions related to aging 

Glaucoma. Glaucoma is a common vision 
impairment of the elderly.. As individuals age, 
there may be an increase in the level of pressure 
within the eye caused by a buildup of fluid due 
to a partial or complete blockage of the drainage 
network of the eye. The increased pressure dam- 
ages the optic nerve, the nerve that carries vis- 
ual information to the brain, resulting in the 
gradual loss of vision. Although treatable if de- 
tected early, because the onset of the disease is 
so gradual often the symptoms of glaucoma are 
not noticed until there has been irreversible 
damage to the person’s vision. 

Macular degeneration. The macula lutea is 
an area in the eye near the center of the retina 
at which visual perception is most acute. Macu- 
lar degeneration, sometimes referred to as age 
related maculopathy (ARM), results from dam- 
age or breakdown in the macula of the eye. ARM 
is the most common cause of severe vision loss in 
people over the age of 60 years. Though ARM 
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